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A History of Western
A COLLEGE HEIGHTS HERALD SUPPLEMENT

APRI L 30, 1976

In America's Bicentennial year, Western celebrates its 70th year as
a state-supported institution. This special historical section,
sponsored by The Citizens National Bank of Bowling
Green, traces the school's history from the years
of Henry Hardin Cherry, its first president,
through the Paul L. Garrett and Kelly
Thompson eras, to the present
administration of Dero G.
Downing.

CHERRY

HALL

:

........:.:.:...·.•:.:...:_:. ..·.::..:.:.:·•.::.:.·.·.•:.:.:·.::·.

.

.

.

. .

·:}~-.t: ':',:_:: ·.:. :.·.·...:.·.·.·.·.·....-.

.}/r
The Henry Hardin Cherry Era
.

.

.

The Dill: From 'rags to riches'
By ROGER STINNETT

In the fall of 1861, Gen. Albert
Sidney Johnston, the commander of
the Confederate Army of the West,
occupied Bowling Green, the Confederate capital of Kentucky.
The general ordered a fort built on a
hill on the southern boundary of the
city, and so it remained until
February 1862 - an undistinguished
encampment. When Federal troops
entered the city, Johnston scampered
off to Nashville, and Federal troops
under Gen. Ormsby M. Mitchell
occupied t he fort for the remainder of
the war.
For most of the rest of the century,
the Hill hovered above t he city in
anonymity; its flirt with historical
,--- prominence, or at least brier acclaim,
had passed.
· At the turn of the century, only a
rock quarry, a cedar thicket and a

couple of buildings of a girls' college
occupied it.
Called "Vinegar Hill," the bare
knoll was so barren that only the
cedars and a few other hardy species
grew. Vinegar Hill was considered so
worthless that one man, offered the
Hill for only $75, declined.
Until 1909, when Western Kentucky State Normal School contracted
to purchase it, the Hill was ignored.
For 20 years, the antics and
activities. of Western and 'its ancestors
had been restricted to downtown
Bowling Green.
When the school was called the
"Bowling Green Business College and
Literary Institute'' in the early 1890s,
students constantly were teased by
their peers in the city. Since· H.H ..
Cherry's school was one of nominal
.tuition, it was largely comprised of
poor students who couldn't afford to

attend larger, older schools; such as
Potter College on the Hill.
So disliked were the students that
many in Bowling Green called them
· " Soups," after the common name
giveh the school's mess hall. Local
youths tormented the students, and
Wes tern historians wrote that
students couldn't visit Beech Bend or
shop in Bowling Green without
harassment.
A city ordinance finally was passed
declaring it a misdemeanor to refer to
a student as a "Soup." Although the
ordinance can't be found in the city
statutes, there are a few police court
cases involving such offenses.
Cherry held chapel daily, in the
tradition of the old Southern Normal
School; or Mell and .Williams School.
Great emphasis was put on chapel,
according to Dr. James P. Cornette,
an English professor from Western

during the 1930s who wrote one of the
most comprehensive books about the
school.
·
The chapels were used to "unify the
purpose and spirit of the school and to
inspire the students with the desire of
'Life, More Life.' " Cornette wrote.
The "good old spirit" of the past
and the " rousing chapel days" are
· ever present... Let every citizen who
believes in the dignity of the child and ·
the gospel .of universal education talk
and work for the institution and give
it his earnest support, Cherry, an
avid promoter, declared in one
advertisement in the early years.
C_h erry . was decidedly against
certain athletics, and informed the
student body of Southern Normal in
1900: The school has and it will
continue to advise against the
organization of football teams and

-Continued to Page 5-

The P aul L. Garret·t Era J 937•1955
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Paul Loos Garrett, probably the
least remembered of Western's four
presidents, was less flamboyant
than his colorful predecessor, Henry
Hardin Cherry. Garrett's term
is often not remembered so clearly
as the years of rapid expansion that
marked the terms of both Cherry,
and 'Garrett's successor, Kelly
Thompson. Garrett did not seek
publicity, and this is one of the few
photographs on him on file here. In
this picture, Garrett is shown
with the original plans for a new
student center,. which tater was
renamed the Garrett Conference
Center following the opening of
Dero Downing University Center. .

By JUDY WILDMAN
To most students . enrolled at
Wes tern, the name Garrett means
nothing more than that building up on
the Hill where faculty and history
students eat lunch and the men in the
president's office held receptions.
Once a student union, the building
has lost some of its importance to the
more modern Downing University
. Center. Similarly, the administration
of Paul Garrett seems to have been
lost in the average student's
perception of Western's historysomewhere .between presidents Henry
H. Cherry, the founder, and Dero G.
Downing.
The administration of Paul Loos
Garrett, from 1937 to 1955, is perhaps
the least publicized period of
Western's four presidents. Many who
remember Western a t the time agree
that his term ·of office was less than
spectacular, but all agree that Garrett
had his work cut out for him on arrival.
When the much-lauded Cherry died
in 1937, there was much speculation
among faculty and citizens as to
whom the successor would be. Many
were displeased when the new
administrator was chosen by a former
Versailles school superintendent with
little knowledge of the workings of
Western Kentucky State Teachers
College.
Generally considered a political
appointee of Gov. A.B. "Happy"
Chandler (who was an English teacher
and athletic coach in Versailles prior
to his governorship), Garrett accepted
the position in' an unassuming
manner, confessing his inability to
measure up to his predecessor. "I .
know very well I cannot take his
place...! simply want to do my best to
carry on, and I hope I can do it in the
manner he would want it done."
Though new to Western, Garrett
was no stranger to the world of
education. He had impressive creden·
tials as a teacher. Appropriately for a
leader, he started school in a one-room
schoolhouse in Waddy, Ky., and

Garrett filled void·
·a fte r Cherry d ied
graduated from Shelbyville High
School.
He received his B.A. degree in
English and history and his M.A.
degree in history and political science,
both from Georgetown College. He did
postgraduate studies at the University of Kentucky and at the
University of Chicago, although his
honorary LL.D. title was given after
he became president at Western.
Garrett started teaching in 1915 at
Crittenden High School, where he
became principal. His teaching career
continued at high schools in
Campbellsburg and New Castle. In
1924 he became superintendent of
schools at Versailles, where he met
Chandler.
As a result of the initial hostility to
his office-taking, Garrett was cautious
in his first years of administration at
Western. Regarded as a personable
man, Garrett had an informal manner
'chat was an advantage in getting to
know the people of the college.
Newspaper articles of the period ,
describe him as a tall, slender, casual
man who preferred to roam over the
campus rather than · remain in his
administrative office in Van Meter
Hall. He was known to pop into
classrooms and student hangouts
because, as he put it, "I wanted to·
find out exactly what was making
Western tick."
People who remember Garrett's
term recall his open-door policy for
students and faculty alike; no one
needed an appointment to ~ee the
president. "His office door was always
open to students... (he was) always
willing to talk," said tennis coach
Ted Hornback.

'
Hornback
spoke of times during
the E .A. Diddle days of championship
basketball, when Garrett accompanied the team to Madison Square
Garden a few times. "He sat on the
bench with us. You'd think he was one
of the coaches," he said.
Although
Garrett was
very
supportive of the athletic program at
Wes tern, these interests did not
interfere with his views of what the
college should be for all students.
When a proposal was made to build
a new fieldhouse to accommodate
outside guests, Garrett opposed the
appropriation of the money for that
purpose, recognizing the need for a
student union as a gathering place for
students on the Hill.
An avid reader, Garrett enjoyed
passing along his evaluations of
literature to students and · faculty
-usually during weekly chapel
sessions in Van Meter Hall. The
chapel meetings were the continuation
of the daily tradition started by
Cherry; Garrett made his more
informal, sharing with the students
his observations on life or comments
on the last mystery novel he had read.
Even after Garrett gradually won
the support of students and faculty, \
he had no easy job during the war
years. Money was scarce and the
needs of the student body changed to
suit those of the time of conflict.
Under Garrett, the academic
program was one of acceleration in
order to provide for more education
before the war intervened. Math and
science enrollment went up, as did the
number of ROTC applicants.
Because of limited funds available

for expansion, the physical appearance of the campus did not change
greatly during Garrett's administration.
The interior of Van Meter Hall was
remodeled,
and
the
Kentucky
Building and the music building
(demolished last fall) were completed.
McLean Hall was built for women's
housing and Potter Hall was
remodeled into the first men's
dormitory at Western. In 1954,
approximately 800 students lived in
these halls, West Hall, the Rock
House and in private residences
approved by the college.
The building that now bears
Garrett's name was opened during his
administration in the fall of 1953. It
was Garrett's plan to have a student
union as a central meeting place on
campus- something that was lacking
at Western up to .that time.
That same fall Garrett suffered a
paralytic stroke, which caused him to
move his administrative work to his
home. When he had been back to the
Van Meter office only a short time the
next spring, he fell and broke his hip.
From that time until his death on Feb.
28, 1955, at age 61, he was confined to
his bed.
Administrative duties during the
last months of Garrett's term were
carried out by his assistant, · Kelly
Thompson, who became Western's
next president.
Garrett was survived by his wife of
34 years Virginia Ryland Garrett and
sons Ryland and Paul Garrett.
It seems the general consensus of
opinion that Garrett was a good but
not very flamboyent president of the
teachers college that became Western
Kentucky State College under his
administration.
· A.€ the time the money jus(wasn't
there for institutional or private use.
But that didn't seem to matter in the
general overview of the Garrett years
at Western. As Garrett said himself,
"We simply love people, .and I guess
that's the main reason we stay in
school work-you don't get rich at it."

(
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The Interim
War caused slack times between Cherry, Thompson eras
By TEP.BY CASH .

Derformance of Western's choir.
This group is composed of 16 beau
brummels and 10 fair damsels. In the
first performance of this choir, Jimmy
(choir' director) will lead ali his lads
and lasses down to the
B. U. ,
where he will have all those
kideses over with his own arrangements of pop tunes of the day,. :
_They have worked hard to give the
pleasure-seeking students of 1Y"estem
a gigantic, colossal, stupendous
conception of novel entertainment.
Yowseh! Ladies and gentlemen it is
the besta, the finesta that Papa
Arnold (the adviser) and his children
can puta outa.
i

At the beginning of the fall
semester of 1937, .Western Kentucky
State Teachers College was recoverin'g
from the Depression, which had
wracked the nation for eight years.
Wes tern also was recovering from
the death of Dr. H.H. Cherry, the
founder of Western, who had passed
away Aug. 1.
Thousands of students and friends
donated to a fund for a bronze statue
that was unveiled in November 1937.
Cherry Hall, a larger memorial to
Cherry, opened its doors in September
and became Western's main· class
building.
Garrett named president

Paul L. Garrett was named to
succeed Cherry with a salary of $5,000
a year.
"College life was different then. I
could call most of the students by
their first names, and I knew all the
faculty personally," said Ted Hornback, now coach of Western's tennis
team, who came to Western in 1938
to teach and assist Coach E.A. Diddle.
"They (students) didn't have cars
·then...If they could get 50 cents, they
could take their girl to a movie
downtown.''
Hornback said that most students
were either too poor to own a car or
their parents would not allow them to
take cars to college.
Not only was Western a small
college in the late 1930s-with an
. enrollment of about 1,500-but about
90 per cent of the students were
education majors.
One similarity between today's
student body and 1939's w~s
"apathy" toward -class elections. ·
A Herald editorial of Oct. 19, 1939
berated students for not voting.
Elections should be participated in
by ALL students. The freshmen alone
were near a 100 per cent turnout, and
they had to go ... The future of
democracy demands that we start
here and now to correct this defect.
However, the era of the late '30s at
Western seemed to have an
·e xuberance that would be hard to
match today. ·
One example is shown by a Herald
story in December 1937 about the first

Another story in the March 10,
1939, Herald seemed to be almost as
frivolous:
A few mornings past, everyone who
entered certain doors of the campus
buildings was confronted by a
swastika painted on the glass with
soap. Immediately various rumors
began going around that a Nazi was
loose...
The whole thing was a prank of
someone with a lot of leisure time,
more soap than he could use behind
his ears and a desire to practice
applied design or to recreate some of
the old Indian symbols.
Two and a half years later the
incident would have been considered
much more frightening.
WWII threatened Western
When war came in December 1941,
it threatened not only the nation, but
also Western's male student body.
President Garrett asked students to
remain calm.
In a · statement, he said, "I know
that each Western student is eager to .
do his or her part...The first idea in
many minds, I am sure, is that to
serve adequately one must foresake
the common tasks of college life and
enter immediately upon some form of
military or other allied service.... "
"A sudden hysterical exodus of
youth from our institution of learning,
in my _judgment, would be most
unfortunate .... "
However, many Western students
and faculty did' enlist during the war
even _though students were immune
from the draft so long as they kept
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The Paul L. Garrett Student Center opened during Garrett's term, and was later expanded
to its present form.

their grade-point averages above the
minimum.
Western's major contribution to the
war effort was a program in which
groups of air corps cadets took part of
their officers' training.
Four hundred of the cadets spent
.one month at Western and then were
shipped out to make room for a new
batch.
Potter -and Schneider (then- called
West) Halls housed the cadets. Coeds
who had lived in those dorms stayed
with friends in Bowling Green.
Hornback, who taught the cadets
safety and first aid, said the progi:am
"gave us prestige for a small college
that could handle a program like that'.'
Western's ROTC program blossomed during the war and the annual
military ball became "the gala of gala
events."
Students and faculty who could not
go ·off to war participated in war bond
drives, helped make surgical bandages
for the Red Cross, collected scrap
metal and wrote letters to their friends
serving overseas.

War causes anxiety
As the war went on, an atmosphere
of underlying anxiety pervaded the
campus. On March 12, 1943, the
Herald ran this commentary on
registration:
The waiting lines were alive with
gay chatter, yet the lines were short.
Gone was September of1940 when 750
freshmen winced as the TB needle
pricked the skin.
Boys who would have lengthened
the lines were gone; Bataan,
Australia, Iceland, Greenland, Africa,
a · corner of some foreign field, had
whispered to them and they had
heeded the cail.
· Girls too were missing; WAVES,
WACS, had also called insistently.
Scores of reservists were liQing on
'borrowed time.'
'·
Many had considered it useless to
return for another quarter; not one'
would predict that he would see June
graduation.
Even in the ceaseless confusion that

is registration there was a noticeable
theme of uncertainty and doubt.
'When will you leave?' was the chief
question being asked.
Even the traditional 'What are you
taking?' had to accept a role of
secondary importance.
Even though most activitiescontinued as usual on campus, the
Herald often contained notices of
deaths, injuries and captures.

War ended; effects continued
Even when the war ended in 1945,
its effects continued. By 1947 inore
than 1,000 veterans were enrolled as
students at Western, making up more
than half the student body. Many of the veterans lived in
"Vet's Village," a collection of tar
paper buildings where the College of
Education Building now stands.
Owen Lawson, now physical plant
director, was a student from 1948-50
and again from 1952-54 after he
returned from serving in the Korean
War.
.
"It was a lot of fun," he said.
"Entertainment was movies. The
student center (now faculty lounge)
had a ping-pong table and maybe a
radio. Dances were held in the
gymnasium (now Helm Library)."
Lawson said the veterans' average
age was in the mid-20s and most
attended Western on the GI Bill.
"You were able to know all the
people. The faculty were about 120 to
124," Lawson said.
"It was not hectic. There was no
intense pressure," he said. "Weekends
were taken up with hikes and just
lounging around."
Sports were ·particularly popular,
Lawson said. " Basketball in particular was well attended. You just didn't
miss ball games. '.'

The '50s were, or course, the prime
of E.A. Diddle's career as basketball
coach at Western .. In 1954 a Herald
editorial congra'tulated coach Diddle
for winning his · 600th game at
Western.
·
·

Longo!
By ROGER STINNEIT
In 1906, a man with the unlikely
name of H. Hardin Cherry, who owned
an establishment with the just-asunlikely name of the Southern Normal School, Bowling Green Business
College, The National School of
Railroading, Express and Telegraphy,
went to t he state capital with a
slender wallet, a spirit of the soul and
an 18-foot petition.
When he left Frankfort shortly
thereafter, the state legislature had
tripled the number of state colleges,
his scho_ol had been given the more
unpretentious title of Western
Kentucky State Normal School and
Cherry was emerging as a major
educational influence in Kentucky.
H'enry Hardin Cherrx's efforts after
the turn of the century resulted in the
immediate establishment of two
normal schools- one in Richmond and
one in Bowling Green- and probably
helped influence the multiple birth 17
years later of another set of twins in
Kentucky, Murray and Morehead.

Heritage dates to 1875
Rain dampens the unveiling of the Cher'ry memorial at Founder's Day 1937.

Statue stands as memorial
to man who put it all together
By IJ,OGER STINNEIT
In front of the classroom ·building
named in his honor stands a bronze
1stat ue of Henry Hardin Cherry.
Positioned so he has a long view down
the College Street hill, Cherry stands
on pedestal_"erected by his students
and friends ," which credits him with
helping in the effort to establish the
state normal schools (Western and
Eastern, and eventually Murray and
Morehead).
But as is the case with memorial
statues, H.H. Cherry had to pass on
before it was built. Before he died in
1937, Cherry watched over the first
60,000 students to enter Western. It l.
largely for this reason that the statu ,
the classroom building and this artic e
were conceived and executed.
Cherry got his start in life from
George Washington Cherry and
Frances Martha Stahl Cherry, who
had eight other-sons. Cherry was born
Nov. 16, 1864, on a farm in Warren
County, and-for the first 21 years of
his life, received very little education,
save what he got from the .annual
two- or three-month neighborhood
schools and from reading.
· When he left home, Cherry later
wrote, he "packed all my earthly
belongings into a 25-cent pasteboard
valise and walked to Bowling Green to
attend school" at the Southern
Normal School.
When Cherry made it to Bowling
Green he " rented ,a room at fifty cents
per week and did self-b oarding, which
cost me an average of $4.72 per
month." He remained in school "until
his last dollar was gone" 10 months
later.

a

"Not having ciphered through
'Ray's Third Book' Arithmetic prior
to leaving home, nor having gone
through 'Butler's Grammar,' I was
naturally unprepared at the close of
my school term for the ·more
important duties of life."
With that in mind, he "taught and
attended school until 1892, when
brother and myself organized a
_private school in Bowling Green."
'Brother' was T.C. Cherry, who had
been the president of Acadia School in
Louisiana.
R.H. Cherry, all of 28 years old, had
the experience of teac~ng at various
writing schools arou nd the area and
teaching penmanship and a few other
classes at Southern Normal. He was
working his way up the Normal ladder
when the owner of the school left for
Mississippi and the school closed.
H.H. Cherry, an entrepreneur from
the start, wrote his brother, ·who was
30, and asked him to be his partner in
an effort to start a new school in the
empty Southern Normal buildings,
which were owned by a , partner, J.
Tom Williams, in the old school.
The elder brother accepted the offer,
resigned from Acadia and returned to
Bowling Green with about $1,600,
which he had saved. Cherry pooled his
money, which was minimal, and his
experience, which was even less, and
the two brothers plunged into the
school business.
For a while, the school plowed
through financial woes and some
problem s with some of the locals who
didn't like the school or the students.
Cherry began a furious advertising

campaign, which included researching
the advertising efforts of • other
business colleges.
His advertising helped establish the
school in the late 1890s, and by the
20th century, both the school and
Cherry were institutions in the state.
By 1902-03, he had worked his way up .
to the presidency of the Kentucky
Education Association, a post he held
again 14 years later.
Cherry was named president of the
school by its Board of Regents. He
maintained most of the traditions of
the old Southern Normal School with
the dedication that established those
traditions. During 1906-07, he paid all
the advertising of the school, and not
until 1918 did the regents vote to
reimburse him.
He was a member of the education
committee that made the present
state school code (put into law in
1934) and was a member of the
National Council . of Defense after
World War I. During the war, he was
chairman of the Publicity and
Speakers Bureau of Kentucky.
He was awarded a doctor of law
degree from UK in 1907 and was the
author of "Our Civic Image · and
Education" and ''The Basis of Our
Democracy.' '
Henry Hardin Cherry published a
list of 12 platforms on which the
·Wes tern l{entucy State Normal would
stand. His ninth platform said that
the school would attempt to make
every student "a loyal, able and
aggressive champion of education."
Today, the champion of champions'
statue stands in fron t of his school.

Western's
history does
not,
however, begin just with H.H. Cherry. The university's ancestry dates back
to the 19th century and A.W. Mell,
Robert W. Ogden and the Rev. B.F.
Cabell.
Mell founded the Southern Normal
Institute in Glasgow in 1875. The
private school was renamed the
Glasgow Normal School the following
year and was chartered by the state.
In 1884, Mell and J . Tom Williams
moved the school to Bowling Green
after a bitter fight between Glasgow
and Bowling Green.
"Bowling Green citizens put up
more money to obtain the institution
tha:n Glasgow would give to retain it,
. so that in the end dollars and Bowling
Green won the battle," said Mrs.
Frank P. Moore in a speech to the
Filson Club in 1954.
Mell and Williams encountered
financial troubles in the following
years, and the management changed
hands several times. In 1892, the

A 1920 view of H.H.,
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!I hope, short oil capital
scho~l came in,.t.o the hands of Cherry
and his brother, Thomas Crittenden
(T.C.) Cherry.
They changed the name to the
Bowling Green Business College and
- Literary Institute. The name was
changed to the Southern Normal
School and Bowling Green Business
College in 1894, and 10 years later the
word "university" replaced "college."
Two years after Mell formed his
school in Glasgow, Mr. Cabell
founded the Cedar Bluff College near
Woodburn, 12 miles south of
Bowling Green. In 1889, Mr. Cabell
decided to establish a girls' school in
Bowling Green and sought financial
help from the city's residents.
P .J. Potter was the largest
contributor, so the school was named
in his honor. Potter College was
opened Sept. 9, 1889, and it remained
"an outstanding girls' college for
25 years," according to Mrs. Moore.
Ogden College also was formed in
1877. The school operated for more
than 50 years on funds given by
Robert Ogden in his will. Located' on
the northern side of the H ill, Ogden
College was maintained for students
in Warren County and Kentucky.
During the early years of the Cherry
- brothers' ownership, the Southern
Normal School struggled with
financial and social adversities. H.H.
Cherry began extensive advertising,
giving 1875 as the year of founding
and claiming "hundreds of gra<;luates
holding fine positions."
·
In 1892-93, students "teased the
Cherry Brothers by declaring that the
few students attending were shifted
from room to room as pictures were
taken of the various departments for
advertising circulars," wrote Dr.
James Cornette, a one-time English
- professor at Western and author of an
historical account of the school.
Cornette wrote that T.C. admitted,
" We boasted everything on paper
although we didn't have much in
fact."
About 20 students attended the
first term, and some 50 more came
during the summer of 1893. Four
rooms were sufficient for the whole
school and, while tuition wa!'l roiniroal,

some students had to pay in farm
produce,· which the Cherrys accepted.
According to Cornette, T.C.
primarily taught and H.H. promoted
and organized. While T.C. · was
"restrained," H.H. was "ebullient,
original and energetic." Both did field
work , both taught some classes, both
determined school policies, but in
general, T.C. instructed and H.H.
administered.
Financial problems still haunted the
school. J .L. Harman Sr. related the
story in a letter written years later. He
wrote:
In 1905, Mr. H.H. Cherry was sole
owner of what he called the Southern
Normal School, Bowling Green
Business College, The National School
of Railroading, Express and Telegraphy. Maintaining an institution on
tuition only was a greater burden than
he could bear. H e decided to try to
induce the General Assembly of
Kentucky to establish a state
institution for the training of teachers,
hoping his Normal School would be
chosen for such a purpose.
A petition was circulated around
Warren County asking the legislature
to put the school under state
ownership, Harman wrote, and when
the sheets of names were pasted
together, they stretched 18 feet.
Cherry took Harman, then a
member of his staff, to Frankfort to
help him in his lobbying in 1906.
Cherry strong on spirit
Mr. Cherry was always strong on
presenting the spirit of his institution,
Harman wrote, and he pictured it
higher that day than he had ever done.
The crowded condition of his building
was so vividly portrayed that the
legislators could easily imagine that
they could see the students falling out
of windows, and so eager for an
education were the drop-outs that
they would return to the entrance,
crowd in again and push others out.
When he finished speaking, he
· introduced me and I bore witness to
the exaggerated statement he had
made and I was starting some of my
own, when two men, unbidden and

unannounced, entered the room.
One of · the men turned out to be
Jerry Sullivan from Richmond, and he
said he was going to "present
Richmond as the best and most logical
site for a State College."
✓

Sullivan exaggerated, too
Harman wrote that Sullivan
pictured the charm of the campus and
buildings which were once the home of
Central University. His voice was
charming and as he spoke, the
committee could see in imagination
the largest and most picturesque
campus in America with vine-covered
buildings and golden domes.
H is exaggeration of physical
facilities was as well done as Mr.
Cherry's exaggeration of the spirit he
had to offer.
Mr. Cherry saw grave danger. He
slapped his hands against his long
jaws and his face grew red.
Cherry and Harman rushed to see
Judge Henry B. Hines, a Bowling
Green politician, and then went to the
room of Dr. Joseph N. McCormack,
secretary of the state Board of
Health, also of Bowling Green.
McCormack arranged a meeting
that afternoon with Cherry, Harman,
Judge Sullivan and a couple of others.
Cherry told his story vigorously and
Judge Sullivan countered with a
similarly vigorous tale. When they
finished, McCormack said, "Gentlemen, gentlemen, calm yourselves.
Your problem is easy. Get two
schools."
That ~~ment, the gold dust twins
were born, but not identical, Harman
wrote. The B . G. school was born of
spirit, and the Richmond school was
born of buildings.
The bill creating the state riormal
schools, which was introduced by
R.W. Miller of Madison County J an.
6, 1906, was passed in the House of
Representatives March 2 and in the
Senate March 9. Both votes were
unanimous.
On March 21, Gov. J.C.W.
Beckham signed the bill, which
carried an emergency clause in it, and
it became law at once.

Henry Hardin Charry

West.em's first Board of Regents,
which included E.H. Mark, J. Whit
Potter, H.C. Miller and H .K. Cole,
elected H .H. Cherry as the president
of the school. The equipment,
students and good will of the
Southern Normal School were given to
the Commonwealth by Cherry. The
Bowling Green Business University
was sold the next year to Harman,
J .S. Dickey and J .S. Ashby.
The Board of Regents bought
Potter College, which was situated on
the Hill, and more than 160 acres of
land for $95,000. An administration
building, called Van Meter Hall, was
built at a cost of $130,000, and
Western officially occupied the Hill
Feb. 4, 1911.
The course of study was extended
continually to prepare elementary and
secondary t:eachers for the state after
the Kentucky legislature of 1922
elevated Eastern and Western to the
rank of Teachers Colleges.
The Board of Regents began leasing
Ogden College Jan. 1, 1928, giving
Wes tern valuable college land, and the
"traditions and good will of Ogden
College'.'
Western grew in esteem, and. the
state legislature gave the school the
power in 1930 to extend its curricula
whenever the need of the state
required so. Working under the
recommendation of the faculty and
President Cherry, the regents ratified
the inclusion of a year of graduate
work beginning in 1931.

'Barren p e ak' transformed
-Continued from Page I recommends instead frequent nature
excursions into the hills, woods and on
the rivers, that the soul may commune
with God through nature.
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,rry's campus. Field in foreground is the approximate site of Central Hall.

Within five years, however, he hired
Dan McGugan, the great coach from
Vanderbilt, to come to Bowling Green
two mornings a week to coach.
After becoming a state college,
Western needed more room so it
purchased the Hill and Potter College
for $95,000.
During Western's first 10 years,
there was virtually no construction.
Some government barracks, built in
1918, were given to the college after
the war and were used both as men's
barracks and as a home of the manual
arts department.

In 1926, as the state appropriated
more money to the school, the training
school building (now the Science and
Technology Hall) was built, followed
by a home economics building (1926),
a library (built in 1927 and now
Gordon Wilson Hall), a heating plant
(1927), the _stadium (built in 1927
against the north wall of the quarry),
· West Hall (1928, now Florence
Schneider Hall), the Manual Arts
building (1928 ), the Health building
(1930),. the president's home (1931)
and H.H. Cherry Hall (1937).
The plans of early architects were
becoming a reality. Western was
planted firmly on the top of the Hill
and was extending its roots down.
Within 30 years, the H'.ill had been
changed from a barren rock peak to
one of the most valuable pieces of
property in western Kentucky.

The Kelly Thompson Era 1955-1968
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Thom pson directed
years of expansion
By RICHARD HALICKS

Thompson resigned in May 1969,
enrollment had topped 10,000.
Georgia Bates, who served as
Thompson's assistant and now act.5 as
secretary to the Board of Regents,
said Thompson faced the enrollme1,t
situation - and every situation he
confronted-with fortitude.
"He is the most dynamic person
I 've ever known. I never saw a
problem come down the road that Dr.
Thompson . was faced with that he
couldn't handle," Miss Bates said.
As
enrollment continued
to
mushroom, Thompson became more
and more convinced of the need to
formulate a plan to keep up with the
growth, and still preserve the beauty
of the campus.

President Paul Garrett took
Western through its most torturous
times; through the Depression in the
1930s that sapped its resources, and a
war in the 1940s that seriously
jeopardized its student population.
In the early '50s, Garrett suffered a
severe stroke from which he never
recovered, and Kelly Thompson,
Garrett's assistant, took over as
acting president.
When Garrett died in 1955,
Thompson stepped naturally into the
president's office, perhaps with little
idea that the school he'd worked for
since 1929 was about to explode into a
major institution.
"During his illness, a major portion
of the work and responsibilities fell in
my direction," Thompson recalled. "I
served in that unusual capacity for a
couple of years and then the Board of
Regents named me president when
President Garrett died'.'
Thompson,
who now works
six months of every year as the
president of the College Heights
Foundation, said the most crucial task
facing him as president was trying to
keep pace with the unparalleled
enrollment explosion of the early
1960s.
" Practically everything we had at
that time was on top of the Hill. Then,
we had a
consistent,
rather
spectacular growth in enrollment.
Everything here was hopping and
jumping," he said in a recent
telephone interview.
In 1960, fewer than 2,000 students
were on campus, and by the time
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Remembered for master plan
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A smiling President Thompson watches
football action in LT. Smith Stadium.
Seated in front of Thompson is Mrs. E.A.
Diddle, wife of the legendary basketball
coach. Dero Downing, who succeeded
Thompson as president, is seated behind
him.

.

'"I instituted a development plan of
spectacular proportions," Thompson
said. "The Board (of Regents) was
deeply involved with the plan and
took great pride in contributing to its
fulfillment.
" I think that the plan at Western is
one of the best that can be found
anywhere," Thompson said. "I'm
terribly proud of the fact that...our
master plan was carried out, and is
being carried out today.''
Although he probably is best
remembered for his master plan of the
'60s, Thompson actually made his
presence known of the Hill in 1928
when he arrived here as a student.
"When I came here, I was a cub
reporter for the Courier-Journal...!
was sure I was going to be a
newspaperman," he said.
But Thompson's life took a
somewhat different tum during his
second semester. Then President H.H.
Cherry employed him to work
"in the field," or as a representative of
the college who toured high schools
throughout the state and pep-talked
prepsters on the attributes of Western.
His diligence paid off rather nicely
when he graduated with an A.B.
degree in 1935 and was given a
full-time job as public relations
director for the college.
Thompson worked in that capacity
until he left for a naval training job
during World War II.
He returned to the Hill in l946,
discharged from the Navy as a full
lieutenant, and assumed the position
of assistant to the president in
President Paul Garrett's administra·
tion. All the while, he kept his duties
as public relations director.
When Thompson took office in
1955, the first p roblem he faced
probably was an indication of what
he would be dealing with in his next 14
years as president.
"One of the very first problems was
a ruling of the Supreme Court in 1954
affecting integration," he said.
" Kentucky had a 'Day Law' which
prohibited blacks and whites from.

Keh y Thompson and Georgia Bates, his long-time secretary.

going to school together.
"A lot of people thought that would
be an insurmountable problem. Quite
frankly, lots of people thought that all
hell would break loose...but we had no
problem.·•
Thompson said Western went
through what might have been a
difficult time of integration without
missing a step. What might have been
his first problem turned out to be no
problem at all, he said.
Aside from the mushrooming
enrollment in the '60s, Thompson also
had to direct his attention toward
what almost every other college
president was confronted with during
that decade.
Campus turmoil is a time-worn tale _
that most, if not all, are familiar with.
Freedom of expression came to the
forefront of American civil liberties,
and it was exercised most extensively
on campuses across the country.
Dr. John Scarborough, professor of
secondary education who arrived here
in June 1960, sheds some
light
on how the administration treated the
explosive campus issues of the late
'60s.
" It (campus demonstrations) ran
its course in three years here... l'd say
'68 to '71," he said, pointing out that
President Dero Downing's administration also was involved "in the
thick" of the protest era.
"We did have some mild-type
student unrest, comparatively speaking," Scarborough said. "Both
administrations handled it masterfully. They listened to the s tudents,
respected them as individuals'.'
James Carpenter, associate professor of education, also worked on the
Hill during the Thompson era and saw ·
how Thompson dealt with the
potentially dangerous situation of
student protest.
Son's death was crisis
"He seemed to be in a position to
rap with the students so well, and to
be able to place people in positions of
authority who were compassionate
and responsive to the students'
opinions," Carpenter said.
Perhaps one of the most critical
times of Thompson's tenure came in
1963, in a crisis that was not directly
related to the university.
Hardin Cherry Thompson, Thompson's oldest son, died when he was a
Western senior in 1963 after a
· lengthy battle with a brain tumor.
Hardin Planetarium, which adjoins
Thompson Science Complex, is named
for him.

Carpenter maintains that 'I:hompson, who has been noted for his public
speaking ability since he competed in
oratorical contest on the~ Hill in the
late '20s, would have been a shoo-in
for public elective office during most
of his administration here.
T hompson, however, chose to
remain on the Hill.
" H ere's a fella who came along in
the mid· '20s, broke," Carpenter said.
"Here's a fella who could really have
been a senator or congressman.
"He could have been (state)
superintendent of public instruction
by just announcing. He wouldn't
even have had to run...but he chose to
stay here at Western'.'

'A tremendous personality' .
"H e was just a tremendous
personality; he had a nice touch with
people," Scarborough said.
Scarborough, for ins tance, had the
experience of applying for a job here
and being interviewed by Thompson
himself.
" Back in those days, the president
hired everyone-we didn't have any
deans," Scarborough · said. "And I
was hired in Dr. Thompson's living
room in the old president's house."
By most accounts, Thompson was
highly compassionate and sensitive,
yet his performance in office showed
that he was a study in professionalism.
He submitted his resignation to the
Board of Regents in 1969 ..
Kelly Thompson became president
of Western Kentucky State College 21
years ago.
During the next 14 years, he would
watch enrollment double, then triple.
He would watch a campus arise
from a small collection of buildings
clustered on top of the Hill, and he
would watch as his college became
Western Kentucky University Feb.
26, 1966.
In early 1969, he and his wife would
go to the Mayo Clinic, where doctors
would tell him it was over, it was time
to take a rest.
'
And he would write the following
lines as a conclusion to his resignation
statement to the Board of Regents:
In a few days it will have been 40
years since Dr. H.H. Cherry employed
me and started my career at Western.
In a few months I will have completed
14 years as president of Western.
Throughout all of these years and in
every capacity in which I have served,
it has been my privilege to have been
associated w·i th the finest people I
could have ever known-I have indeed
been a fortunate man.
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Campus 'exploded' in Thompson times
By RICHARD HALICKS
Kelly Thompson was named
president by Western's Board of
Regents in 1955. On May 25, 1956, at
the end of his first year in office,
Thompson watched as 190 seniors
were awarded their teaching certificates.
As he watched, Thompson must
have realized that his collegeW es tern Kentucky State Collegewould grow, but he probably had little
idea how much or how fast.
By February of 1966, a decade later,
enrollment had swelled to 8,710, more
. than 700 were planning to graduate in
May and Thompson's college was
about to become a university.
During the early years of
Thompson's administration, Western
did experience some growth, but it
was hardly the .multimillion-dollar
explosion that would sweep the Hill in
the first half of the '60s.
The story of the late '50s is mostly
one of slow growth and minor
expansion. The Kentucky General
Assembly in 1957 gave Western
$250,000 to· help finance construction
of a service building and a women's
dorm, and the regents later that year
allotted $600,000 more to the dorm
project.
The end of the 1950s seemed to be
the end of the slow growth period.
Enrollment for the 1960-61 academic
year increased by ahnost 25 per cent
over the year before, and the
spectacular jump was to become the
trend for the next three years or so.
Enrollment rose sharply

In September 1961, registrar Dero
Downing told the Herald that
Western's 4,792 enrollment was an
increase of 33 · per cent over the
previous year, and speculated that it
may have been the "most dramatic
increase in the nation" at the time.
All the while, Thompson and the
Board of Regents found themselves in
a literal scramble for funds to finance
the physical expansion of a college, as
the student populations continued to
soar:
- The school got a $1 million loan
for the construction of a six-story
women's dorm, McCormack Hall, in
1961.
-The $1.3 million Kelly Thompson
Science Complex was completed in
1960.
- With its 11 stories and at a cost
of $1.3 million, the brand new Central
Hall men's dorm became the tallest
building in Southcentral Kentucky.
- On July 18, 1962, the regents
approved a budget of $3.2 million, the
the largest in Western's history.
Despite the unparalleled growth of
the era and the unusual amounts of
construction work on campus,
W estem remained a fairly somber
place to go to school, in terms of
student attitudes.
In April 1962, Gen. Carlos P.
Romulo, the Phillipine ambassador,
reflected the political conservatism of
most students here when he spoke on
campus in the first Rodes-Helui
lecture. Romulo expounded upon the
domino theory of Russian world

domination, and gave students the
ominous warning:
''Whenever Soviet Russia provokes'
a crisis anywhere in the world, it is
part and parcel of a strategy to
conquer the world."
The · Herald, in its Page One
writecup of Romulo's speech, had a
few anti-Communist remarks of its
own:
Despite the fact that Russia has
gained control of 14 countries and 900
million lives in the 16 years since
World War II, the United States has
not made the Soviet Union retreat
from her ill-gotten gains.
This political attitude, as described
by the Herald in 1962, seemed to
prevail at Western in years to come.
While other students on other
campuses began to shout, chant and
riot for peace in Vietnam in 1965,
almost 5,000 Western students signed
a petition that supported soldiers in
Southeast Asia. The petition was sent
to Gen. W.C. Westmoreland, commander of American forces.in Vietnam
at the t ime.
Newspaper controversy

On Dec. 2, 1965, however, just eight
days before Westmoreland received
Western's sanction of the Vietnam
War, there was a small spark of
conflict on the Hill.
Four students, who published an
off-campus newspaper called "The
Skewer," printed an article entitled
" In Defense of Morality," which
was described in the Herald as "a
satirical attack on double sex
standards."
Thompson immediately appointed a
six-man executive committee to study
the article, which he believed to be
obscene, and the committee suspended the four student publishers
indefini~ly, suggesting that the
article was " obscene, irresponsible
and in bad taste."
The four later appealed to
Thompson for reinstatement, and
when he refused, his right to
determine morals for students was
questioned.
In a statement to the Herald on
Dec. 10, Thompson said, "The basic
issue involved in the students'
suspension was, 'Does Western
Kentucky State College have the right
to set a moral and ethical climate for
its student"body?' It is my judgment
that Western not only has this right,
but has this responsibility."
On Feb. 26, Gov. Edward T.
Breathitt signed a piece of legislation
that made Western a university. The
day before the signing, the Herald
came out with the first extra in its
41-year history.
The extra included details about the
change, a front-page message from
Thompson on "What I t Means" and
plans for "an unprecedented celebration on Westem's campus.
Toward the end of that momentous
semester, Thompson submitted the
ultimate accomplishment of his
14-year tenure to the Board of
Regents-his master campus plan,
designed to organize the phystcal
development of the campus while
trying to keep pace with the
still-increasing enrollment.

Thompson said the plan was "of
spectacular proportions." It called for
the construction of six dormitories on .
campus, a graduate center, a fine arts
center, a new university center, a
parking structure and a number of
minor buildings.
All the while, the war in Vietnam
progressed, and reaction on other
campuses became more and . more
violent. But Western remained quiet,
save for construction noise.
First 'demonstration'

On Dec. 7, 1967, the Herald
reported on what appeared to be the
first demonstration of any kind on
campus. The report said the protest
drew about 500 students at its peak,
and that th·e demonstrators were
seeking not an end to the war, not to
incite revolution, but to extend
Christmas break by five days.
Singing Christmas carols and
chanting ' We want out!' the jovial
group drew almost as many
spectators as participants, the report
said.
That event apparently was the
height of student activism here, as a
Page One editorial in the Herald
indicated on March 25, 1969:
Western is the antithesis of the
contemporary academic community.
While many campuses are besieged

with student unrest, Western is
plagued - only with · STUDENT
REST... and sterility, and unconcern
and a quality of spineless inaction
among its aggregate student body.
The editorial ended on a somewhat
disgusted note, as the writer said,
Student activism at Western? Our
administrators may rest peacefully.
Despite the criticism, however,
Western was growing up, with
hundreds of students and millions of
dolla.ts adding to its operation yearly.
The Board of Regents during the
1968 fall semester approved $9.3
million for the construction of the fine
arts center, the graduate center, the
parking structure and the servicessupply building.
In late April 1969, the regents
approved a $15.3 million budget,
almost five times more than the
amount needed to operate the school
just seven years before. Enrollment
for that academic year had surged
once again, and stood at 10,570. It had
increased a full 100 per cent since
1962.
Thompson's college had grown up
as he had grown old, and as his health
began to fail him in 1969, he
submitted his resignation to the
Board of Regents, offering his services
in another capacity for six months out
of each year.

Kelly Thompson waves to the crowd at his Appreciation Day, held shortly before
his retirement in 1969 in Diddle Arena, which was built during his tenure.

The Bero G. Downing Era 1969-present
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History in progress
Dero Downing became Western's
fourth president in 1969, when Kelly
Thompson resigned.
Downing, who starred on a
Hilltopper basketball squad during
the 1940s, began his career here as a
physical education teacher and coach
at College High iri 1946.
He later was named director of the
training school by Thompson, and
moved steadily up through the ranks
to the office of vice-president for
business affairs, the position he held
when Thompson resigned.
While his job of president of the
university keeps him hopping from
Bowling Green to Frankfort, Downing still finds time for his family
and his church, . two institutions to
which he is devoted.
At left below, Downing delivers a
s~rmon to the congregation of the

State Street Methodist Church during
President's Day cermonies in Jan·
uary.

Downing is in Frankfort five days
later (right) with assistant Paul Cook,
discussing action ·before · the state
Council on Public Higher Education.
Four days later, on J an. 27,
Downing relaxes at home at a
birthday party for his daughter Anne
(at right below). Serving is Downing's
wife Harriet as son Alex holds his fork
ready. Also at the table are daughter
Elizabeth and Anne's husband Ray
Patterson.
He confers with regents Dr. Gerald
Edds and J. David Cole following a
board meeting Jan. 31 (above). An
artist's conception of Pearce-Ford
Tower, which was completed a year
after Downing took office in 1969,
hangs on the wall in the background.

.

...

--'.I ii
.,

